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D:	We were talking about the various ‘quarters’ that have been designated in the city – I can’t remember how many there are now.
S:	Seven I think. Cathedral Quarter, Queen‘s Quarter, Titanic Quarter, Linen Quarter, Gaeltacht Quarter, Library Quarter and Market Quarter
D:	I think it's very incoherent in terms of an overall strategy for the city.
What's been happening in Belfast recently is that they've come up with plans for different parts of the city in quite segmented ways.  In the Cathedral Quarter it creates an image of class segregation, which resembles Jane Jacobs’s point about it taking a heap of fences to make a balanced neighbourhood, and that these are particularly elaborate between two differently priced tagged populations. Mark Hackett of the Forum for Alternative Belfast talks about how Clifton Park Avenue had put up the first wall between two Catholic communities, one middle class and one working class. It’s using the architecture of sectarianism to delineate according to class, as a kind of class peace line.  
S:	There is also the increased suburbanisation, the flight of the middle class from the city and this increased enclave geography in the city.
	But in this quartering of the city and particularly in the development of the Cathedral Quarter, this form of cultural planning dovetails very readily into a system that facilitates social management.
D:	Very much so, it’s the segmentation of consumers. certain aspects of the Cathedral Quarter development are maybe aimed at a particular kind of consumer who isn't necessarily coming into town from very far out, this is not people who are coming out from Bangor or Lisburn, but people who are on the southern edge of the city, professionals, young people who come into the city on a Friday night or a Saturday night and get drunk in town.  
	Botanic is part of the Queen's Quarter, which is dependent on the student economy.  It’s dependent on students to work in the places that are around there, the bars, fast food places, restaurants and cafés, so it is actually driven by student debt. But the Queens Quarter presents a kind of new logic of how you have a readily available workforce when you've got a university campus.
S:	But the cultural planning of the Cathedral Quarter, there is The Mac built as a significant cultural space within the city, and alongside this there are the emerging drinking spaces.  The actual planning is for intensive night time use – art and alcohol 
D:	A lot of alcohol.
S:	The alcohol, the drinking establishments are prioritised, so in actuality the art is almost an ancillary possibility.
D:	But what is the City Council's big idea about art in terms of how they think you can increase an audience for it and programme it in an integrated way?  Late Night Art.  So what’s the idea of that?  You go out on the first Thursday of each month, you go round the galleries which are open in the evening and then what do you do?  You end up in the Cathedral Quarter and you carry on drinking.
	So it's the idea that licensed premises are actually completely pivotal to the success of a cultural quarter, and that's not novel in Belfast, I think that it would be amazing to see anything novel in Belfast in this area but it is clear that that's how the City Council are putting these things together.
S:	Well it seems to be modelled on the Temple Bar area of Dublin. 
D:	And we said this 20 years ago, we were writing 20 years ago that this is what was happening; with the difference that Charlie Haughey had appointees in Temple Bar Properties who were given compulsory purchase powers and they were able to do it more or less overnight, whereas here, it's much more slowly managed. When Laganside were given some responsibility for the Cathedral Quarter in the early 90s, mid 90s it was really piecemeal, they were given the Belfast Exposed building, Cotton Court, and the former bank on Royal Avenue, there's three buildings that they had as managed work spaces, maybe one other.  So there were three or four buildings in the area that Laganside were given responsibility for regenerating and refurbishing as cultural cheap-rent workspaces and gallery spaces and so on, and the idea was that his would be a kind of kickstart to regeneration, although of course at the same time it coincided with kicking some organisations out of the area. 
	Catalyst Arts were given the option of moving into a Laganside managed workspace, in the building where Belfast Exposed are now. They tried that for a while and it was a complete disaster because there was a whole list of things that they weren't allowed to do.  You're not allowed to drill things into the walls, you're not allowed to do this, you're not allowed to do that, so in the end they moved out and finally they moved out of the area entirely.
S:	But placing those restrictions around what you can actually do in the internal space is to wilfully misunderstand the flexibility of space that an arts organisation requires – which then determines what kind of tenant arts organisation is able to use the spaces set aside for cultural use.  
The Mac has a theatre space and earlier we were talking about Martin Lynch’s complaint that was published in The Belfast Telegraph, the accusation that The Mac is elitist. However, given the wider construction of that neighbourhood as a cultural quarter the charge of elitism oversimplifies the debate that is required. Which is to look at planning intentions, what is at stake in creating a cultural quarter, what will happen with the centralisation of a campus in the city. And this kind of returns to Jane Jacobs, the very fact that the university actually borders Shankhill, 
D:	And New Lodge.
S:	What is likely to take place is that the university will border an area of increasing deprivation and that area will become more and more culturally outcast and denuded as a consequence of the university, where the university builds a new form of border that sets in motion the running down process of the adjoining neighbourhoods and communities
D:	The university is not a link between the two areas, the university has its back to the north of the city. It faces, I mean literally they've got service entrances and bin entrances and so on facing out onto Frederick Street and Carrick Hill and the rest of the building faces down towards the Cathedral Quarter. It creates another highly visible boundary fortification.  
In Austerlitz W.G. Sebald talks a lot about old medieval fortifications and the pattern of those old fortified towns, how our contemporary cities are built on the outlines of those older bastions. This new campus is a medieval fortification and it's a kind of Bastille that is keeping some people behind it and looking towards other people, and nobody knows what the effect of this building is going to be, nobody knows what the effect of having 6,000 students circulating in this area suddenly is going to be.  
	The people who are trying to manufacture a certain kind of clientele in the Cathedral Quarter don't know what the effect of this is going to be, there might be some people who are rubbing their hands together because they think ok, more money across the counter but they still don't know how the hell they're going to manage it, they don't know where they're going to live or what's going to happen.	
S:	This is in the context of a city that is still profoundly living in the context and the shadow of the past, a kind of traumatic memory which erupts from time to time. A city that remains residentially segregated 
D:	Far more than ever before.
S:	So creating another border which is unlikely to be permeable and is likely to act as a fortification of the Cathedral Quarter says something about higher education, in terms of who the prospective students might be. A higher education which has profoundly changed because increasingly it's an education about debt before it's an education about anything else. So you've got this kind education about debt alongside these pockets of cultural provision and the development of a walkable city, but the pedestrianisation is simply to link people between one bar and another bar. So the walkability of the city is not about people walking between the segregated communities, but simply to gather, to drink as a kind of temporary pseudo-carnival 

D:	Yeah, so before we went walking there around Hill Street you were talking about pseudo-carnival and Bakhtin and I was talking about George Bataille and talking about how there's a kind of licensed excess within this very clearly boundaried area.  You get to the bottom of Hill Street, Skipper Street and you come out onto High Street and that is absolutely clearly the end, that's the boundary and similarly once you get up to kind of where The Harp Bar is there's a sort of tail off towards the end of Hill Street as you get towards The Mac and behind it the university but it's a really clearly demarcated space.  Within that space, within these cobbled streets, handy that, you can tell where you are because the streets are cobbled, cobbles means you're allowed to drink to excess and you're allowed to kind of act in a different way, there’s a sort of contained version of excess and there’s a kind of contained licence given to misrule.
	And we were talking earlier on about how genuine examples of misrule that we see in the city, like flag protests or flag riots or marches, or whatever, are becoming increasingly used as excuses to provoke some kind of altercation with police or with other protestors, that there's a kind of two pronged approach to this now, whereby the middle class shake their head and can disapprove of the working class for their politics and the misguided bigotry and sectarianism of their politics, they can also shake their head at the irresponsibility of their misrule, their disorderliness which endangers business. 
S:	It's like the Backin’ Belfast campaign which was publicly funded and was basically to say don't disrupt business, this is a transgression we can't accept.
D:	How can you show that you don't approve of this?  Go and consume, that was the explicit message, not the implicit, the explicit message, people tweeting "I am in the bar #BackinBelfast”.  Incredible.  
S:	But in this branding there was a clash of two symbols, the visual symbol of the union flag countered by the people wearing branded T-shirts that were serving in the bars saying Backin Belfast, a clash which asserted the union flag as a branding of misrule and Backin Belfast as a branding of the entrepreneurial,  post Troubles city, the neoliberal city 
D:	Exactly.  And the thing is, with those Orange protests and the flag protests, there was a collective frowning at the disorderliness, at the idea that there could be some sort of disorderly expression of working class.  Whatever you think about the political content of it and whatever you think about the supposed authenticity or immediacy of it, the fact is that it was an uncontained interruption, it's a kind of uncontained efflorescence of disorder that the State's temporarily unable to control and the idea of something happening in the city that the State is unable to control is as bad as people coming out and displaying that they're bigots or sectarians, you know, the two things are as bad as one another and the two things back one another up.
S:	It also ties into the fact that the cultural planning in the city at the moment, particularly the Cathedral Quarter is about creating a space where the social management and control of people is achievable because it's designed for night time use and a density of people, it's almost like kettling but it's kettling through entertainment. It's happening in most cities and it's quite strange, there's a kind of perverse logic too because it's a form of kettling that people are seemingly doing from their own volition.
D:	This leads us on then to Martin Lynch missing the point about The Mac.​[1]​  If we think about the ideas of misrule and class, of a certain type of cultural capital which is to do with access to the city, it's not a question of whether it's elitist or authentic. The point about it is the broader point of what's happening with these city spaces organised as means of social control. Lynch completely misses the point about that because what he's saying is this should be made more accessible for 'our Noreen from Atlantic Avenue' and 'Mary from wherever'.  This isn't the point and this can never be the point, this can never happen. He's misunderstanding the necessary social organisation of this urban space now, he's misunderstanding the function of a place like The Mac in that.
S:	Well the mistake that's going on is also one that is actually ideological because he's looking at the detail rather than actually seeing how this form of cultural planning actually has an ideological function. I'm not talking about particular series of exhibitions, whether they were hegemonic or dissenting but the actual function per se, in terms of the wider structural planning within the city which has an ideological function. This is the place where certain behaviours will be permitted and they will be permitted because there will be a density of people doing them and therefore there is a capacity for policing, for social control.  
	And if those behaviours were dispersed and distributed throughout the city that would be problematic at a level of policing, which is where the analogy to kettling comes in.
D:	That's really interesting, that is very interesting indeed.
S:	And this goes back to Jane Jacobs, her point about the superficial gloss of well-being and the oversimplification of the use of one part of the city, this setting aside an area to be devoted solely for the university, the arts and bars, it leads to a running down of the areas immediately adjacent. But more importantly perhaps it is about spatial control, the arts and humanities of the university and the gallery have capitulated to the logics of advanced capitalism, and the staging of the carnivalesque of the weekend is integral to this
D:	In a sense it's already too late to talk about how to do something in the city, it's already too late in terms of finding a way of creating publicness in the city, I don't mean public space, I mean a public at the broadest, most general, ‘public sphere’ level; because everything has already been relentlessly privatised, not just space but the whole public sphere, the way in which we conduct ourselves, the relationship we have with supposed democratic structures.  
	Now, what happened was after the Agreement, there were two things going on supposedly side by side: redevelopment and regeneration on one hand, and the provision of some kind of accountable democratic structures to  oversee this, on the other. The trouble is that one was already in place and had happened long, long before the other had started working.  The carve-up of Belfast had already taken place in terms of ownership, and plans for the city had already taken place before there was any democratic structure through which people could understand it, through which it could be communicated to people, and people could engage with it.  It's only this year, so it's only 16 years after the agreement that we're getting the new councils which will eventually have planning powers.  
	So all of this has happened long before people had some kind of access to democracy. And we all knew very quickly after we voted on the agreement, the institutions that were put in place, the assembly and so on, are just a deferral of democracy, and we can demonstrate that by the fact that whatever happens, whatever happens to the people, the parties and the individuals running those parties, who are in control of the Assembly, whatever happens they cannot be displaced because as that insightful man said - there is no Plan B.  There can't be a Plan B.
S:	Well it's almost like the shock that the former GDR citizens had at the point of unification that actually all the spaces were already occupied. There is a Bulgarian joke which the East German playwright Heiner Müller used to tell: Monday: We drive the fascists out of the forest. Tuesday: The fascists drive us out of the forest. Wednesday: We drive the fascists out of the forest again. Thursday: The fascists drive us out of the forest again. Friday: The forester drives us and the fascists out of the forest. 
D:	That's it, I absolutely think of this and myself and Robert talk about this all the time, that there is a clear analogy between here and post socialist societies, when we were in Zagreb we talked about this a lot and we met guys there who talked about how within a year, formerly State-owned enterprises and pieces of public land, buildings had already mysteriously transferred over to different owners.
	Now, that happened in a different way here but it's the same kind of thing, the transfer had happened and the plans had been put in place for use before we had any clue what was going on.  Now what you've got is a pessimism and a kind of outrage at the abuse of trust, abuse of goodwill that was there for a short period after the agreement. Many people now feel well, it didn't do any good, so what's the point.  And the two sectarian parties consequently strengthen their hold on power. It’s a cycle. 
S:	And this sharpens the sense of precarity in the city, which is strengthened by the city’s design, the inner-ring of the working class neighbourhoods and then moving further out the suburban middle class. And it is this inner ring of the working class which is now demonised. It’s almost a Panoptican design that has come about and intensified by people leaving the city, this great shift to the suburbs means the people coming into the city for work travel into city by motorway, don't glance to the streets of the neglected spaces. But I think there's another pressure point that's being pushed in Belfast which is critique. If you critique the cultural planning that's taking place then you find yourself greeted with an accusation or counteraccusation that you're not on board the peace process.  
D:	Yeah, it's a moral economy.
S:	With the Troubles used as a way of muting criticism.
D:	We are in a space now of enforced forgetting as well. We have been busily redeveloping the city in which the Troubles took place out of ever having existed.  So we start again, with a blank canvas, make something completely different and nobody remembers what was there before; if you're opposing that, does it mean that you liked it the way it was before?  No.  This kind of scorched earth policy is veiled in the idea of necessity to move on, we need to move on and we need to do it by whatever means are necessary.
S:	Well there's also that kind of temporal idea used against anyone, do you know what I mean?  The public language used around the loyalist flag protest was that somehow they were dragging us back to the past, that they were of a different age as if there were these different temporalities in the city.
D:	The unwelcome eruption of another temporality – a time constructed as ‘past’ but which is here, now – which is discomforting and inappropriate. 
	However, at the end of Castle Street there’s a big junction on the corner, and there is a fellow who sits on the end of Castle Street, he sits on the pavement, he's there every day and he sets his stuff out around him and he takes command of this big area, a couple of square yards at the end of the pavement. Nobody appears to bother him but he's there all the time, that's his area and it's like he's kind of turned this into his like....
S:	What does he do there?
D:	Drink.  He just sits down on the ground, crosses his legs and he just sits and drinks but he's not leaning against a wall, he's not keeping himself out of the way, he's not finding an alleyway to lean in, he's sitting in the middle of the pavement almost at this odd vantage point looking all the way back down the street, right in the middle of the pavement, and he's at the  very opposite end of the city centre to the Cathedral Quarter, a sort of mirror image to the Cathedral Quarter. It’s his piece of public space and he's using it.
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S:	What they're looking to iconise from the history of Belfast is an integral aspect of this notion of moving into a different time zone, as it were. The Titanic is an example, the brand 'Titanic' as a neighbourhood, as a space within the city.  
	And what I think is quite strange with the Cathedral Quarter, whilst St. Anne's Cathedral is there, it somehow doesn't feature. It's there, it's physically in the space yet somehow it's eclipsed in a way, by the business that's being attempted around it.  
D:	Yeah, that's interesting.  I suppose by calling it the Cathedral Quarter they thought it was lending it some sort of respectability and gravitas.
S:	But actually in that nomination it's almost been erased. Which is like the Titanic Quarter, with the nomination of the privately owned and publicly subsidised Titanic Centre, these systems of nomination of the quartering of the city, the Markets Quarter, the Linen Quarter, there's a kind of salvaging of pre Troubles, a supposedly pre Troubles history of this industrial past, recalibrated for a new culturally planned city, a kind of facsimile of the city for tourist consumption, which makes it difficult to recover history.
D:	Robert Porter and I are looking at public art as a lens through which to understand all of these things. The reason we're using public art is because a lot of these things that we're talking about come to focus in the use of public art, it's ideology given form, and you can read the city through the way that it's commissioned and the way that it's used and the way that it's viewed and understood and marketed and so on.
	We want to bring people over here to Belfast and to have some conversations but there's no point just addressing public art on its own; this comes back to what I was saying about cultural planning being top dressing, there is no point us solely trying to consult with supposed experts in terms of public art practice or commissioning practice or whatever.  We need to speak to geographers and we need to speak to social theorists and we need to speak to urban activists and so on and we need to speak to those people because if you want to involve people in the process like this with the ultimate aim of arriving at some kind of an idea of how you can activate a form of cultural planning, or Public Art Commission or something else, first of all people need to have some kind of literacy about the city and they need to engage themselves in the literacy of publicness, a literacy of what processes are happening in terms of the city being curtailed, and publicness being curtailed and extinguished in the city.
	We can't talk about what kind of cultural planning would lead to greater diversity, divorced from the idea of what sort of urban planning, what sort of social activism, social theory would lead to greater diversity.  It’s a base / superstructure thing, you can't arrive at one through the other, you need to arrive at the greater diversity in order for there to be any kind of meaningful cultural planning at all because otherwise, anything that you are doing is going to end up just having to fit in somehow or other to the dispensation that there is, the city that there is; the spectacularised, privatised urban space that there is. Whether it critiques it or makes people think about it, it ultimately ends up being an embellishment to it.  It's like the idea of satire, eventually satire becomes completely powerless because you're not laughing at them anymore, they're laughing at you, they've done all the outlandish things you said in your wildest dreams they couldn't possibly do, they've done them and they're getting away with it so what can you satirise then?
	You can have any amount of good natured, well-behaved docile critique that merely becomes internalised into the repressive mechanism of the city and shows how open and plural it is.  Now I don't mean that you have to have a revolution before you can do anything that's meaningful, what I mean is you have to find some way of creating publicness before you can do something meaningful, and that's not about ‘space’, necessarily, but it's about a way of creating some notion of community that exceeds community, some notion of publicness that exceeds public space as it’s currently defined.  You need to create the context in which the stuff has to happen before you can make it happen, I think.
	And I think in Belfast it's such a small, contained, confined city, it's not like London where I think people are endlessly, restlessly moving on looking for some unconquered piece of turf where they try and do something meaningful, here it is finite, it's very small.
S:	I think London has almost surpassed the possibility of finding that context, it's a city increasingly intended for the rich where everyone else is going to be bussed in and bussed out. The poor are being made less visible even as poverty is intensifying and in this process the city is being de-urbanised. And where there is an eruption, however seemingly unfocused and disparate, it is figuratively and metaphorically treated as detritus – it can be swept away by the residents of Clapham with brooms.	
So there's also that sense of the legibility of how a city functions, of how a city speaks directly about the flows of capitalism. So Belfast, because of the history of Northern Ireland still has some opportunity in comparison to cities such as London, New York and so on. However there is the need to create the context in order to do a kind of unplanning of the plans, the master plans that have already been written without any public debate. It’s like the Charles Handy analogy of the frog where anyone can imagine what happens if you throw a frog into very hot water. It tries to get back out as quickly as possible. But when you set a frog in lukewarm water and then gradually raise the temperature, the frog shows every sign of contentment and starts to be cooked alive without even noticing it and that is what’s happening at the moment, this slow curtailment of possibility.
	No-one reacted to the use of water cannon and AEP rounds against loyalists in 2012 and then in 2014 the Mayor of London confirms the purchase of water cannons from Germany. And there’s a kind of fatigue in naming it and that’s a part of the problem – which makes now a critical juncture, because everything is going to close down really fast. 
But there is still some space of opportunity within Belfast because there's still so much of the City Centre that is currently unoccupied. The anxiety I have is what is actually going to take place is that instead of the old fabric of the city becoming occupied they will knock it down and rebuild, because it seems to be preferable to knock down and rebuild than to inhabit what's there - because to inhabit what is there is to live with the ghosts of the past which this city really doesn't want to do.
	So it's really struggling to be this kind of modern contemporary city but what is being lost is a collective intelligence and that aperture, that little space is closing.
D:	Well, I think it's going to close really, really quickly once this new campus is built and I think the effect that's going to have on the city is completely unknown, completely immeasurable.
S:	But I find this deeply shocking, it forms a pattern where the arts, education, they're all gathered as a creative industries, as this kind of mixed economy.
	You can go into the university and you can see a model of what's proposed, but there hasn't been a proper public discussion. Yet it will completely change the centre of the city and is likely to benefit only those who are already privileged.. 
D:	This kind of creative industries thing, it's gone from the original Laganside plan for the cultural quarter to this City Council / DSD idea of a digital creative industries hub, you know, designers and animators and so on with little studios and offices and you've got little digital arts studios as well.  There's the argument that that's what's going to keep the place vibrant and that that's what's going to keep it on track. But this argument about what is the positive face of the Cathedral Quarter completely ignores what we've just been looking at and walking around, it's a fait accompli that's been done without planning, this is unplanning, this is just seamless integration of licensed premises.
S:	But it has been planned as the foil to the Troubles Belfast, as a city in flight from itself. 
In terms of the walk you gave me today there is planning, there is a planning in terms of who is awarded the licenses.  So there is a planning going on but it's behind the scenes, it lacks public debate. It is a privatisation of what had previously been public streets, the space of the streets now over-determined as the overspill area of the bars is a type of purchase of public land.  
So that suggests that there is a planning, in terms of the site of The Mac that was selected how that was selected.
D:	That took 20 years you know.  
S:	But there's still a planning with The Mac as the anchor tenant on which everything else is then built.
D:	Yes, that's what they thought but it's not that anymore, the anchor tenants are the pubs now.






^1	 	See Adrian Rutherford, 'Martin Lynch: Belfast's Metropolitan Arts Centre (MAC) is elitist and out of touch', Belfast Telegraph, 28th May 2014. Available online at http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/entertainment/theatre-arts/martin-lynch-belfasts-metropolitan-arts-centre-mac-is-elitist-and-out-of-touch-30309589.html
